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THE DIRTY BAKER’S DOZEN

Hazards, Disasters and Emergency Management in the Year 2001

It would be quite easy to stand here for an hour and talk about all the positive things that are happening today that relate to hazards, disasters, and what you do about them.  There are a lot of very positive things that are taking place, but I am not going to be talking for an hour about all the positive things that are taking place today.  I’m going to take a different approach that focuses more on adverse trends and on areas that need improvement or change.  These points are organized under thirteen headings

Point 1 – Disaster Losses Are Enormous.  

It’s perhaps a simple point, though not everyone reflects on it.  We’re not talking about something trivial or small.  Even in the U.S. scheme of things, where there are large issues and large money associated with other concerns we have as a Nation, disaster losses are nationally significant.  The U.S. has experienced about $500 billion in disaster losses over the last decade.
  That averages $50 billion a year or roughly 1 billion dollars a week year after year after year to disasters.
  Most of these losses are not insured and the disaster-insured losses are going up.
  

The loss of life in this country, annually, is about 1,500 lives lost per year due to hazards.

Federal costs are large:  According to data compiled for the U.S. Senate by the General Accounting Office, federal agencies obligated about $119.7 billion (in constant 1993 dollars) in disaster assistance between 1977 and 1993.   FEMA accounted for 22% of this amount.
 

Federal costs are the tip of the iceberg.  As large as federal costs are, they are only the tip of the iceberg because the far larger burden is at the local level -- local government,  business and industry, and citizens.  Then there are State Government costs and losses.

Individual hazard losses are large:

· Annual US earthquake losses average about $4.4 billion.

· Flood loss is about $6 billion.

(Although, in testimony 2 weeks ago before a Congressional committee, the General Services Administration, citing FEMA data, pointed out that between 1982 and 1999 (9-year period) losses for 20 flooding events were 97 billion dollars.
  At that rate flood losses would be about 9 billion dollars each year.)

· Hail averages about 2.3 billion dollars in loss.

· Hurricanes about $5.4 billion.

· Landslides about 1 to 2 billion dollars per year.

· Lightening about $1 billion per year.

· Structural fire losses about $10 billion per year.

· Tornadoes about $2.9 billion per year.

· Winter storms about $1 billion per year.

That list I just went through comes to about $34 billion per year.
  

It does not include; drought, heat waves, hazardous materials, transportation accidents (train derailments, airplanes going down, etc.), or wildfires.  

The figures that I did mention, to quote the FEMA document which several of them came from, are extremely conservative because they do not cover damage and losses to critical facilities, transportation and utility lifelines, crop losses, or indirect economic losses.

Point #2:  We Are Becoming A More Vulnerable Society

“Future prospects are sobering.  Continued U.S. population growth, increased urbanization and concentration in hazard-prone coastal areas,
 increased capital and physical plant,
 accelerated deterioration of the urban infrastructure, and emerging but unknown new vulnerabilities posed by technological advance virtually guarantee that economic losses from natural hazards will continue to rise throughout the early part of the coming century.”

75% of the US housing stock is susceptible to natural hazards.

In 1970, 31% of the US population was at risk to hurricanes.  Twenty years later, 50 percent of the U.S. population is at risk to hurricanes.
  

The 1926 Miami Hurricane caused $76 million in losses.  The very same event today in the very same place would result in $80 billion in losses
 --an order of magnitude difference.

Though there are hot spots of disaster activity across the country, there is no place, and I am going to quote now from the Congressional Natural Hazards Caucus:  “No part of the country is free from natural hazards.”
  As you can see, this point is visualized on the screen behind me which plots Presidential disaster declarations on a map of the US.

This increase in vulnerability is primarily driven by social factors, not natural ones.  Quoting from one disaster researcher:  

“…increasing losses are primarily due to increasing vulnerability arising from a variety of societal changes, including a growing population in higher risk coastal areas and large cities, more property subject to damage, and lifestyle and demographic changes subjecting lives and property to greater exposure.”

And according to Dr. Dennis Meleti, the director of the Natural Hazards Information and Research Center, at the University of Colorado, Boulder:

“We are becoming more vulnerable to natural hazards because we continue to build where we want, and the way we want, and we just attribute natural disasters to nature or acts of God.  

Changes in who we are as a nation foretell greater risk to natural hazards.  Income disparity has been increasing for at least a dozen years.  We are becoming more a nation of the rich and poor, as opposed to a growing middle class.  Middle class white guys are now a minority.  We are becoming a more diverse nation and it is the poor and the ethnic minorities who are impacted the most and who suffer the most when disaster strikes.  Much of what we do in the name of natural disaster reduction won’t -- it only postpones them.”
  

Add to this, demographics such as age.  We are becoming an older Nation and when you look at vulnerability, one of the groups that is highly vulnerable are segments of the elderly (the frail, mobility impaired, mentally impaired).  

Point 3 – Disaster Losses Have Been Going Up.

An increase in vulnerability does what?  It drives disaster losses up.  It is the increase in vulnerability which primarily explains why disaster losses have been going up in this country.

Mike Armstrong, previous Associate Director of the Mitigation Directorate said late last year,  “In the last 10 years, 460 major disasters have been declared by the President, nearly double the declarations of the previous 10-year period.”
  For those who might argue there is some political influence going on; the Red Cross disaster fund has experienced a trend nearly identical to FEMA’s.

According to the Congressional Natural Hazards Caucus, led by Senator Edwards of North Carolina and Senator Stevens of Alaska.  “Each decade, property damage has doubled or tripled in terms of constant dollars.”
 [Normalizing for inflation].  This has been going on for several decades now and we can predict, fairly safely, this next decade will see a doubling or tripling of already significant disaster losses.
Also, according to the Caucus Workgroup:

“The cost of natural disasters are rising in the U.S. despite our unprecedented scientific understanding of the nature of natural hazards, the new technology, and tools for protecting lives and property, and an unparalleled ability to forecast and warn the population.”
  

This is not just the U.S.; the worldwide trend is even more dramatic than what we see in the United States.

Point 4 – Disaster Losses Projected to Become Even Worse

I argue that what we see now is going to be certainly and definitely exacerbated in the future and not simply a continuation of a trend.

Quoting from a previous FEMA Director, “We have every reason to believe that our citizens are going to face even bigger disasters in the future.”
  This statement was made a few months ago.  

Eric Tolbert, head of the North Carolina Division of Emergency Management, stated earlier this year, “In our lifetime, probably within two decades, Americans will see one to two catastrophic events that will be beyond our comprehension.”

Harvey Ryland, Director of the IBHS, has written:  “…multi-billion dollar mega-disasters are looming on the horizon.”
  

If you go to the Congressional Natural Hazards Caucus Web site, they’re projecting that if [an event such as] the San Francisco earthquake or the 1964 Alaska earthquake struck again in a heavily populated area, we are talking about a $500-billion dollar single event.

Hurricanes:  If another storm of Camille’s intensity —and it’s not a question of if that will happen again; it will happen again -- if one strikes in a populated coastal area, the National Science and Technology Council predicts catastrophe approaching 100-billion dollars.

That’s my scientific interpretation of plotting these things [referring to PowerPoint slide projecting an upward trend].  My belief is that the top end is going to go even steeper, upwards.  If we started doing things differently today, it would be many years before this trend would be effected.

Quoting Mileti again, whose book Disaster by Design really should be used in many classrooms.  “We don’t really know what the natural hazards problem is [in this country]… but what we can say is that things are getting worse and will continue to get worse no matter what we do next.”

Finally, on this point, a quote from the National Research Council Board on Sustainable Development, which offers, I think, a rather precautionary view of where we are going in the future:  

“Based on our analysis of persistent trends and transitions, the Board concludes that certain current trends of population, habitation, wealth and consumption, technology and work, connectedness and diversity, and environmental change are likely to persist well into the coming century and could significantly undermine the prospects for sustainability.  If they do persist, many human needs will not be met, life support systems will be dangerously degraded, and the numbers of hungry and poor will increase.”

Point #5:  Disasters Impact Differentially -- Some are more vulnerable, more at risk, and less resilient than others.

It is not the physical characteristics of hazard that primarily explain the differential impact of hazards in a community.  When you look time and again at disaster effects in a community, some groups suffer disaster more than others
 and take longer to recover.
  And when you try to study the explanation for that, those tend to be found in the social sciences.  Political, economic, social, and cultural variables frequently explain increases in vulnerability.  Sometimes, one or more of these variables pose as obstacles to increasing resilience in a community.

After studying the Whittier, California earthquake Dennis Mileti said that, “it took your average middle-class, well-educated white guy 7 weeks to get back into permanent housing.  It took the average single woman of color with children 7 years.”

The following quote is from John Twig, of the Benfield-Greg Hazard Research Center, University College in London, 

“To understand what makes people vulnerable, we have to move away from the hazard itself to look at a much wider and much more diverse set of influences.  The whole range of economic, social, cultural, institutional, political, and even psychological factors that shape people’s lives and create an environment that they live in.  Vulnerability is socially constructed.”

Point 6 – Past & Current Practices Are Not Effective Enough

One can conclude, as I have, that if you do nothing else but look at the normalized escalating losses due to disasters, it should be obvious that what is being done now is not effective enough.  Some change has to be made.  This, in turn, could lead to a conclusion that change needs to be made if we hope to level out or see a downturn in the escalating cost of hazards.  But, in order to fairly draw such a conclusion, several questions need to be addressed and answered.

And the first is:  Are natural events outpacing our ability to cope, because if that’s the case, that hazard frequency and magnitude are increasing in such a way that it’s outpacing our ability to cope, then you couldn’t necessarily make the argument that we have to change what we are doing.

Sarewitz and Pielke addressed this question last year and draw our attention to a 1999 study by the German firm, Munich Reinsurance Company, in which 1960s and 1990s statistics were compared.  The study concluded that 

“…the number of great natural catastrophes increased by a factor of three with economic losses—taking into account the effects of inflation—increasing by a factor of more than 8 and insured losses by a factor of no less than sixteen.”

Sarewitz and Pielke then note “And yet scientists have been unable to observe a global increase in the number or the severity of extreme weather events.”

A contemporary U.S. hazards survey reports that, “In the USA, most measures of the economic impacts of weather and climate extremes reveal increasing losses over the last several decades, although most related weather and climate extremes do not exhibit comparable increases.
  This suggests that the increasing losses are primarily due to increasing vulnerability arising from a variety of societal changes.”

This report adds a footnote:  “Climate change remains a ‘wildcard’ with the possibility that it will alter the frequency and intensity of climate and weather extremes.”

Climate always changes.  There is no such thing as a static climate.  But there is still some controversy over the impact of how extreme climate change will be in terms of sea-level rises and driving an increase in the intensity and frequency of hurricanes, flooding events, and drought.
  That may well happen in the future but that doesn’t explain the increased losses in the country today.  

Thus, we cannot argue that nature is outpacing our ability to cope.  Not at this point.

Then is it the case that there isn’t much that we can do?  Maybe we just don’t know enough?  I will argue very strongly that is not the case.  We do know what to do, and we know how to do it.

Quoting from the UN’s International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction Secretariat, back when it was put into place for the 90s,  

“The decade has been established on the basic understanding that sufficient scientific and technological knowledge already exists, which with more extensive application, could save thousands of lives and millions of dollars in property losses from natural and similar disasters.”

 Two years ago, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan said  “We know what has to be done, what is now required is the political commitment to do it.”

Quoting from the U.S. National Academy of Sciences,  “The causes of natural hazards are sufficiently well understood to provide a basis for undertaking action to mitigate their effects.”

And, from the UN’s Denis Benn:  “Solutions exist and the knowledge and technology necessary to apply them are readily available.”

Bill Hook, now a Senior Policy Fellow of the American Meteorological Society, has said, 

“…we need not be continually and repeatedly victimized by natural disasters.  By using capabilities in hand, and through targeted research and technology development, and effective policy formulation, we can reduce our vulnerability dramatically.”
  

My point from these quotations is:  We know enough today.  And one could go on for hours quoting from the literature on all the things that we know what to do.  Yes, while improvements could be made in technology and engineering, and social vulnerability reduction approaches — we know enough today to significantly reduce loss of life and economic losses to the hazards we face right now.

Perhaps, though, it’s just too expensive to do this stuff.  Study after study, though, indicates that the areas that have the payoff are Prevention and Mitigation.  Virtually none of the money spent in a response operation—Preparedness and Response—have anything to do with, or any effect upon future disaster losses.  The effects that have some bearing on future disaster losses are Prevention and Mitigation.  There are simply too many studies and conclusions that indicate this time and again --mitigation pays.

The World Bank and the USGS said in the early 90s, that money invested in disaster mitigation and preparedness would accrue $7 for every $1 invested.
  FEMA has a much more conservative estimate and argues that for every $1 invested in Mitigation, you get at least $2 return on disaster investment.
  I have several additional references with me on the cost-effectiveness of structural and residential mitigation, the added costs, etc., that buttress these points and they could be supplied for any of you who wish to get deeper into this after the presentation.

My point here is that it’s not only affordable, it pays dividends to invest in disaster prevention and mitigation.  

Thus, if disaster costs have been escalating, and if disaster costs are still escalating, and if by all measures it looks like disaster costs will continue to escalate, and it’s not because we are seeing a dramatic increase in the incidence rate of natural events, just their destructiveness, and it’s not because we don’t know what to do, and it’s not because we can’t afford to do what needs to be done, or that it isn’t cost-effective—then—obviously what we have been doing and are currently doing is not effective enough.  

Point 7 – Disasters Don’t Kill People, People Kill People

If it is the case that people are being harmed or killed in disasters, and it is the case that we are suffering significant economic and social losses, and if it is the case that we know what to do to prevent and significantly mitigate these losses, and if it is the case that we know that it is cost effective, and that we can afford it, then it isn’t disasters that are killing most of the people who die in disasters, it is people.  Individuals and government decision-makers who are killing people by their failure to do the right things.

To quote Mileti once again,  “What is most wrong in this country in the area of natural hazards is that we do not own up to our problems and responsibilities.  We blame nature or God.”
  The previous FEMA Director has said, “The large disasters we have experienced during the last decade have been the result of the lethal combination of fierce nature and human decisions.”
  From the Project Impact FEMA Web site;  “You can’t prevent the weather, but you can prevent the damage.”

Elsewhere in the paper being quoted here,
 attention is drawn to the fact that the Federal Government, over the last 50 years has assumed “a greater share of the liability for inappropriate…decisions by all levels of government,”
 that have led to disaster losses, economic losses, and loss of life.  

“Human beings -- not nature -- are the cause of disaster losses, which stem from choices about where and how human development will proceed.”

Mileti:  “We build what we want to build, where we want to build, the way we want to build because of our narrow, short-term interest and because we don’t care that our grandchildren or great-grandchildren will die as a result….Natural hazards are not a problem -- they are a symptom -- of short-sighted, self-interested economic development.”

Golden and Snow, in their study of building codes, noted that, “The rather unique 

sociopolitical framework of building codes and practices in the United States presently hinders effective technology transfer and mitigation practice.”
  The U.S. is one of the few countries in the world, developed or developing, that does not have a national building code.  In fact, many local jurisdictions have no building code and in many States that have codes, the codes are suggestive.

I am going to give a few examples, and I am going to start with international examples because I have found that even though you are saying why you are doing that, it is somehow psychologically easier to accept the premise that it’s inappropriate decisions made by people, including government decisions, that lead to increases in disaster losses and loss of life if you point elsewhere.  It’s easier to accept that premise than pointing the finger at ourselves first.  

In the El Salvador earthquake of January 13, the official death toll was 700, with thousands missing, and more than 1 million people, or one-sixth of the total population, homeless.
  That earthquake destroyed or left uninhabitable over 192,000 dwelling places.  Public hospitals in Santa Tecla and Zacatecoluca were left uninhabitable and the main hospital in the eastern city of San Miguel was condemned.

As one commenter has noted, “The region is particularly susceptible to natural disasters.  El Salvador experienced a devastating earthquake in 1986 that killed 1000 people, and in 1998 was one of the nations hit and devastated by Hurricane Mitch.”

Ben Wisner, in his Radical Interpretation of Nature Web site, wrote:  

“…we witness the same old story:  an earthquake in Central America, the 18th damaging one since 1990.  The toll is tragically familiar:  more than 700 dead, 2,000 missing…”

Dr. Wisner refers to the approximately 1,200 people believed to be missing from one event – the landslide in the suburban neighborhood of Las Colinas pictured in the screen behind me.
  The landslide was a result of development on the mountain above where developers were putting in a gated middle-class community.  There was already a law in place preventing this kind of development because it was on a volcanic mountain, known to be unstable land.  But the government did nothing to prevent the development.  The landslide started where a road had just been cut through, going laterally across the mountaintop.  If you look at the top of the slide, that is where it starts, and it wiped out an entire section.  1,200 people are now missing.

That’s why Wisner writes that “these terrible losses were not necessary….Road building, deforestation, and property development on the slope above Los Colinas should never have been allowed.”

If you look at the recent Indian earthquake,
 governmental reports [written] before the earthquake and after it make the same point.  In this recent quake, which effected an area the size of Wells or West Virginia and reduced much of it to rubble, 12,000 bodies have been recovered.
  In one building alone, 400 children were crushed to death
 and in the town of Bhuj over 90 percent of the houses were damaged or collapsed.

That is a very seismic part of the country.  It was the eighth time that that area has recorded tremors measuring 8 or above on the Richter scale -- which is very high.
  Ben Wisner writes that, “It is not an ‘act of God’ that no more than 10 percent of the multi-story structures in Indian cities are built according to earthquake-resistant norms.  The earthquake didn’t kill, but the buildings did.”

This was predicted in an Indian government report.  That’s where I got the idea for the title of point 7 – disasters don’t kill people, people kill people.  This report was produced several years before the earthquake and noted that building codes needed to be strengthened, but only local and regional governments could enforce existing building codes and monitor construction practices, including the materials used.  If governments enforced these regulations, they could significantly reduce estimated losses due to earthquakes.  There was a line in this government report that said, “When this happens, and many are predicting it will happen, it will not be the earthquake that kills our citizens, it will be the buildings.”

The same thing could be said for numerous hazards.  It’s not the disaster that kills people. All too often than not, though a tornado may come down with little warning and just destroys a house and the people in it, the loss of life is due to poor decisions and failures of responsibility by individuals and governments.  It is a similar story is here in this country.  Fortuitously, not as extreme, but one can reasonably argue that it’s not been  because our practices are all that better, but we have been very lucky.  When you look at some of the major disasters of just recent memory, they were all near misses and could have been worse by an order of magnitude.  

Hurricane Hugo did not hit Charleston, it hit near to Charleston.  Hurricane Andrew did not hit Miami, and when it went across and through Louisiana, it did not hit New Orleans.  The Loma Prieta earthquake did not hit San Francisco.  The Northridge earthquake did not hit Los Angeles.  These were all major disasters with losses of life and high economic consequences and yet, they could have been, by an order of magnitude, much more catastrophic than they were if they had actually hit the more populated areas.

So, it’s not necessarily because we’re really doing that great of a job that explains why we have large losses of life in some other countries and not in the United States.  We could have had, and there are people predicting now, that we are going to have catastrophic disasters in this country, with losses of life in the order of 1,000 people or more.  And I predict that is when we are going to see changes made.  We saw changes made in how emergency management is done in this country as a result of Hugo, Northridge, and Loma Prieta.  These events caused major changes in how we do business in emergency management.  That’s because there were weaknesses in the system before these events, but only as a result of the media and public attention devoted to those weaknesses, were major changes made.  They [the changes] should have been made earlier, but it was the media and public attention that caused it.

There are major weaknesses in the hazards, disasters, and what we do about them “system” today, and I predict that these weaknesses will probably remain until a catastrophic event with major loss of life happens.  Then there will be media and public attention which will drive the implementation of needed major changes (which could be implemented today but are not).   I find that very frustrating.

“My name is Doris Wilson and my home was flooded in 1997 after a developer destroyed a 3-acre wetland that protected my home from flooding for more than 20 years.  It was flooded again this year.”
  

There was a rubber-stamp waiver to building in that floodplain that allowed this to happen.  I quote this woman because there are thousands of similar cases that one could quote where developers are allowed to build in floodplains and wetlands.

As an aside, one could develop in a floodplain in a way that does not increase flooding losses, but the problem is that people are allowed to develop without doing mitigation --  measures such as adding retention ponds, etc.  

“Every year developers and agribusiness destroy nearly 120,000 net acres of wetlands…”
  That’s going on , year in and year out.  

“American developers, timber companies, and agribusinesses have drained and destroyed half of our original wetlands, through 1985 according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates.  In the Midwest, that destruction represents the loss of 90 million acre feet of flood storage -- more than twice the volume of the 1993 Mississippi River flood at St. Louis.”

“Floods have caused greater loss of life and property and disrupted more families than all other natural hazards combined.  In recent decades, over 80 percent of Presidentially declared disaster areas have been floods that resulted in billions of dollars of losses.”

That is from FEMA.  Amongst all the hazards, floods are the probably the easiest to mitigate because you can predict, fairly precisely, what will happen.  You can predict the floodplain areas, you can predict exactly what will happen with X and Y number of inches of rain.  One example, and there are thousands that one could quote, is the Texas Medical Center in Houston, Texas.  It is the largest in the world, with 22 hospitals and medical schools in one facility.  One hundred thousand daily population including staff, patients, students, and visitors.  It is estimated that on the order of  $25 million in losses would occur for each and every day they would be closed.

But there is no zoning in Houston, Texas.  Guess where the Texas Medical Center is?  It is in a floodplain.  A 10-year flood level event can flood the center.
  It can entirely circle the Texas Medical System and cut off every one of the six roads that lead in and out of the place.  In a 1976 flood there were bodies floating out of the morgue.  The morgue is in the basement of a building in a floodplain.  They had substances from their labs, which are also in the basement level, all kinds of substances you might imagine you would find in hospitals and medical centers, [floating up out of the basement.]
  Today, $450 million of Federal money is going into a flood control project for the Texas Medical Center to address its flood problem.  They are now replacing 14 area bridges, including one built by the State [of Texas] just a few years ago, which turns out to be 14 feet too low for a projected flood event in Houston.  That one bridge is costing the Federal Government $40 million.
  So much for applying lessons learned.

“…while we know a great deal about mitigation, we do very little to act on our knowledge.  Loma Prieta and Northridge confirmed our knowledge of seismic forces and building behavior, yet we still build single-family homes on poor soil, and steep slopes.  In the Bay area right now, new homes are under construction, atop not only the Hayward fault but also in related ancient landslides.”
 

These problems frequently stem from the failure to apply lessons learned – and this failure can and does cost lives and money.  FEMA’s previous Director, James Lee Witt,  recently said “Enough, enough wasted money, enough needless pain. Much of our disaster loss was preventable.  We can turn this around by applying what we already know.”

Point #8: Too Many Disasters Stem From Failure To Manage Risk.

I will pick on California and Florida.  “Florida, like California, was not born risky, it was built that way.”
  And that is the case, in lesser measure, all across the country.  “’Risk’ is the probability of loss and this depends on three elements:  hazard, vulnerability, and exposure.”
  [On screen in background is a triangle with these three legs.]

In this country, in the past, what we have been doing, typically, is to focus on the hazard leg:  We ask, what are the characteristics of the hazard?  Our approach is to attempt address these characteristics and, in essence, to control nature.
  We are going to build the dams, dykes and levies to control flood.  Only people move in behind these monuments and a year later, we have [events] like the Midwest floods—exacerbated disaster losses.

This is what we tend to focus on in this country, the hazard.  Yet, 

“Many disaster losses are the predicted result of the interaction among the three major systems:  the physical environment, which includes the hazard events [the hazard leg]; the social and demographic characteristics of the community that experiences them [that’s the vulnerability leg]; and the buildings, roads, bridges, and other components of the constructed environment [that’s the exposure leg].”

“Understanding your risk is the first step to disaster prevention.”
  

The point is:  If you focus your attention on the other two legs of the risk triangle as well, exposure, for example, you are going to reduce your risk and thus, by inference, your losses.  The same applies if you focus on vulnerability and make positive efforts to reduce vulnerability or build resilience; you will reduce your risk and thus your losses in the future.

The starting premise of the IDNDR
 was that we needed to do risk assessments.  FEMA says that the basic foundational building block of any emergency management program is a risk assessment, and yet, find one.  I challenge you—find one.
More often than not when I ask to see or hear about someone’s risk assessment, what I get is a hazard identification and a hazard analysis with some historical portrait of what has transpired.

One rarely finds a vulnerability assessment, which is a component of a risk assessment, or a community profile -- the demographics of a community, where groupings of people are, where hazardous materials industries are, where resources are in this community, etc.  

Nor do most “hazard identification or analyses contain an assessment of risk. For example, if a 7.2 earthquake hit in our community, given our demographics, here’s what we predict will happen.  That is a risk assessment element of a process you would call Risk Assessment.

Yet most State and local governments have not performed one even though the IDNDR stated that every country should do one.  The U.S. has not done one Federal risk assessment to date either.

Point 9 – Failure is Primarily Governmental

I argue that this failure is primarily governmental.  Yes, there is a business and industry side to this, but I will argue that emergency management is still primarily the government’s responsibility.

A disaster researcher (David Neal, I think), once told me a story.  He went to a builder who was building an apartment complex in a floodplain and said, “Hey, don’t you realize you are in a floodplain and that this facility will be flooded?”  The builder knew he was building in a floodplain; this was attractive property with profit potential.  The builder said, “My risk is 6 months.”  We are talking about a 100-year flood [in this case.]  “I can get in here, build, and get out.”  More often than not, builders have a short risk environment.  The people who buy the property and live in it – they have the risk.  And, when a flood comes along, they suffer the consequences.  So you can’t rely on the market system.  The market system provides incentives for irresponsible behavior.

While I am very much opposed to building in floodplains, I nonetheless recognize the pressures to develop -- attractive vistas, etc.  But one can, as the Tulsa, Oklahoma, example demonstrates, build in a floodplain and not increase the flood risk.  In Tulsa, they have funds to mitigate against flood losses and instead of building a retention pond, you contribute money to that fund.  They build the retention ponds where they think it really needs to go or implement other flood mitigation losses.  The flood losses have gone down instead of up, even though there has been development within their floodplain.

Public safety is a government responsibility.  

“The police power, delegated to local governments by the state authorizes local government actions that protect the public health, safety and general welfare.  It can be argued that local governments are under an affirmative duty to promote the health, safety and general welfare of their citizens.  It can be further argued that refraining from managing growth and development in a responsive manner is a dereliction of that duty.  Protection of the community from hazards is clearly within the purview of health, safety, and general welfare duties.”
  

From FEMA, a comment on disaster in the U.S.:

“What is not readily evident is how preventable much of this destruction is.  What we don’t realize at first glance is that many of these towns have been down this road before, suffering previously from the vagaries of nature, rebuilding without a plan for mitigating future losses, and then facing the same disaster again.”
  

That was written 2 years ago, but that could have been said recently in relation to some of communities along the Mississippi river which are flooding again this year.

“We have created unsustainable, non-resilient communities by directly placing people and property in harm’s way.”
  Many of the people who go into developed floodplains don’t realize the danger.  However, more often than not, the infrastructure – developers, builders, and governmental leadership in the community do know.  That’s where the problem is.

A major vehicle or tool to use is land-use planning – zoning, regulations, building codes, inspections and such.  Whose responsibility are these in the country?  Are they the responsibility of the private sector?  No, they are governmental responsibilities.

Bill Hooke, with the Natural Science and Technology Council, writes that “economic losses continue to rise…” and lists as one of the reasons:  “A continuing failure to use best seismic, wind, fire, and flood mitigation and engineering practice…a huge amount of existing construction has taken place in an unsafe manner…[and] in dangerous locations...”

I have several pages of quotes along those lines -- shoddy workmanship, lack or weakness of local building codes, lack of enforcement of existing building codes -- all driving the point that we need more responsible, rather than merely responsive, government.
  It’s the lack of state and local government commitment to and capacity for mitigation that is a fundamental impediment to this loss reduction.
  

A related point, not putting the entire burden on local government, is that local governments have a real problem saying, “We should not do X, Y, and Z,” when right next door, State and Federal governments are doing X, Y, and Z.  “State and Federal governments should lead by example.”
  [Larry Larson, Executive Director of the American Floodplain Association and National Association of Floodplain Manager].  The United States Postal Service builds a post office in a floodplain -- that’s a problem.  The State of Colorado builds a new wing at the University of Colorado at Boulder in a floodplain.  A married-student housing complex was also built on a floodplain.  Having a person in place that can make a persuasive and articulate case at the local level will lead to more correct decisions being made.

Point 10 – It Is Primarily a Political Problem

As Dr. Francis Winslow, City of San Jose Emergency Manager, tells me, “All the risk assessments in the world will not replace local courthouse politics.”
  I see the point – though this is not an argument for not doing risk assessments.  You could have all the facts and figures on your side (her example was in unsuccessfully  trying to keep a school from being built between two hazardous materials-using plants), and still lose.

My argument under this point is that attention needs to be placed on executive leaders in jurisdictions, elected and appointed.
  After all, they do get attention from the other direction.
  And, I think Federal and State governments, not only local government, need to do more to reach political decision-makers at the local government level to try to increase the probability that more responsible decisions will be made in the future.

There is nothing I would like better than to stand here and say, “This is the primary problem, and if we all just address this level, we can fix the problem.”  But I can’t say that because it is more complex, and that while I think there is this descending ladder that gets down to the political decision-maker at the local level, we should point out that there are many enablers out there, whether it’s the local developers, citizen inattention and nonchalance, State governments building where they should not, Federal governments building where they should not, and then paying to recover disaster losses.  

[In response to an unrecorded comment from the audience.]

Developers can do basically what they want to do in a wise way if the community worked with them.  There are many success stories of a community, emergency management, or a floodplain manager, or a college or university in a community building partnerships ... and saying “hey here’s how we can do this better.”  It’s not that we don’t want development, here’s how to do smart growth.  That is where we need to go.  There are avenues to approach that kind of problem.  Which drives me to Point #11:  The Creation of a Culture of Disaster Prevention.

Point 11 – We Must Create A Culture of Disaster Prevention

As James Lee Witt recently said, “Decisions made today will determine whether in the future our money will go to disaster response and relief or to education and health.”

One of these days when that catastrophic disaster hits and you see the news coverage, we are going to get to a point where the public will start asking questions:


Why is it this way?


Why aren’t we doing more?

I was watching a 10-minute news segment on the earthquake in India recently and the questions asked were:  Are they getting enough disaster relief and are response agencies coming in?  Not one question was asked, [such as]:

Why did this kind of destruction happen?


Why this large loss of life?


What about building codes and building practices and enforcement?

I predict that one day the news media, which really could be an ally in making things change, will start asking when a disaster hits one of our communities hard:

Why did this damage have to happen?

Why did we lose these lives and what about the building codes, zoning, and regulations?


Why were the roofs not nailed down to the frame?

And that probably will only happen after we experience a catastrophic disaster loss in our country.  I have several pages of what I mean by disaster prevention culture, but we are running short on time, so that will have to wait until another time.

Point 12 – Emergency Management Needs To Continue To Change

“We cannot do today’s job with yesterday’s methods and be in business tomorrow.”

This quote is from John Salter of Australia, with their Disaster Emergency Management College, who is making a case for moving to a risk-based approach to emergency management.
  That is the position we are in today in this country.  We are trying to do today’s job with yesterday’s methods.  That is my argument, though there are plenty who would disagree with me. I think it is time for fundamental changes to be made,
 and they will probably not be made until we experience a catastrophic disaster. 

Neil Britton of New Zealand writes that, “Disaster management needs to undergo fundamental reform to meet the needs and expectations of society in the next millennium.”
  I have made several critical statements about how we are not basing our programs, plans, policies and procedures on doing risk assessments.  What kind of programs do we need to implement?
  What kind of procedures do we need to have?  What part of the risk do we accept?  What parts do we ignore, and what parts do we transfer to someone else through an insurance mechanism?

We are still a responsive emergency management community -- all too willing to use large resources to get ready to respond to a disaster, and then frequently “the sky’s the limit” when actually responding -- but unwilling to throw a fraction of those resources into prevention and mitigation.  

By and large, too many members of the emergency management community are unable to make an articulate, persuasive case to local decision-makers on making appropriate decisions that relate to hazards and development in their communities
 and do not spread their net wide enough in forming supporting networks and coalitions,
 or in seeking to reduce the vulnerability of those most at risk in their communities and modifying standard practices to fit unique circumstances.

Point 13 – Education is Key

The last point is on the role of education – particularly at the college and university level.  

“Although knowledge does not guarantee power over natural catastrophes, it is a prime requisite of disaster prevention.”
  

That is David Alexander from the University of Massachusetts.  

“Success in significantly reducing disasters is within our reach.  Now is the time to act, for tomorrow is always too late.”

I think that colleges and universities have a major role to play in changing how and what we do in the hazards, disasters and emergency management domain.  One of the reasons for this belief is the legitimacy granted to academicians by local decision-makers, frequently going over and above the legitimacy granted to public employees in emergency management.

I am borrowing from a slide presentation from someone who is here today, Dr. Nancy Mock from the CDMHA (Center for Disaster Management and Humanitarian Assistance).  

“The role of the university is to

· Create the infrastructure and culture necessary for engagement

· Provide curricula that promotes engagement

· Redefine scholarship to include both basic and applied research and professional service

· As a knowledge hub: find new ways to disseminate and receive knowledge to and from the local, national, and international communities

· Form new funding partnerships for engagement activities

· Develop systems accountability for engagement activities; and 

· Be a proactive local, regional, national, and international citizen.”

It is much more than simply offering classes and teaching students that is important here.  It is playing a citizenship role in a community by getting outside the classroom and into the community to make a difference.  It is using today’s knowledge to do a better job and to radically change the way we do business today.  Academics can make major changes by helping coalitions come together in a local area to promote progressive disaster prevention, reduction and emergency management practices.

We need to cultivate a savvy media and start pointing fingers of blame.  We need to explain why the loss of life and economic losses are not acts of God, but human decisions that were made that should not have been made.

I see that while I have more to say I do not have more time.  Perhaps we could entertain a couple questions.

[Several questions, that could not be captured, followed the presentation.]
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